Shakespeare’s Language

Students often complain about the difficulty in Enderstanding Shakespeare's language.
Some of the common problems are listed in this web page to helplyou understand his

16th century grammar and usage. (See the list of abbreviations at the end of this page.)
Click here to go to words common to Shakespeare, or Wordplay.

Archaic Usage

« Second person pronouns;

 informal, like the  used between friends ot when addressing childrenor |
iFrench “iservants

possessive case

' like my and mine

formal, like the French :used between strangers or when addressing someone of
r . vous Ihigher social rank

be T ike youall”

& Verb inflection:

it wéadd 1, ~§t, O - Ethou art, thou seemest; may be contracted: thou
{second person thou | t
: ;

est %seem'st__

égllrd person fie, she, §ad.d -eth he knoweth (not consistenily used)

«  Words comimon to Shakespeare, but not to us

... Meaning e Pzample

| ’ ;{"Azza‘% I may hide my face, let
lan, and  “may mean if ime play Thisby too. . ." :
Lo emanioe

;
B
I

{"Now much beshrow my
: 4 ‘manners and my pride, / If
‘beshrew icurse Herrmia meant to say
; ] Lysander lied." AMND
22545

"And bootless make the

oot withour resulr




any “relative or cIose fnend monarchs oﬁen

bfeéthiess housewife churn™ i
_wapiz

cousin  refer to cach other as cousin, whether related or

’ ‘ot and whether friends ornot 4o
|a man whose wife is unfaxthful the butt of E-E“The Liin song cuckoo aray: i

:1 ‘many Elizabethan jokes, often referred to as / thsa% note ﬁgﬂ]_ many agr Y

leuckold vearing horns, the traditional sign of the |man doth mark, / And dares

cuckold. References to the cuckoo, a bird that
ilays its eggs in the nests of other birds, also
'Epoint to the cuckold.

‘mot answer, nay."4AMND
i3.1.16-18

fain

e Syntax

gladly
?iforsootk Ttruly, used for emphasw | i -
§ i fj“As Wag glsh boys in game
é ' themselves forswear / So the
iforswear E renounce or perjure ‘boy Love is perjured
| | “everywhere." AMND 1.1.240-
] 1 '
éhqp . perizapv sometimes wntten as kaply g
thence \away frem here; also later
?ihzther here o E :
' 1" *’vi arry, our p]ay is ‘The most !
‘i mar ‘amild oath using a corrupted spelling of ? lamen“é;able comedy, and most | |
ATY Mary"; indeed (cruel death of Pyramus and ‘
.. Tnisby"AMND129
\any woman, often the female head of the |
i, ‘household, or the object of a man’s affection;
imistress . %
: seldom used in the modern sense of a woman
lengaged in an affair _
' 1used to address 2 male of 10w bmh somenmes
dsirrah g i
{  lusedas an insult . i
farry  wair
ithence away ﬁom there |
Errorh __fazth or truth, as in "by my troth" o <
§wench _' a girl or young woman offen a servant o
giwher'efare ‘why 4
wkza‘ker v fwhere to 4 ‘
*AMND A Mzdbummer ]\: ght 5 Dream



Normal sentence order is often inverted to make rhythms work out correctly or to

emphasize the verb or object. Unscramble the syntax by rephrasing the clause or
sentence in the normal S-V-Q order.

Wordplay .

Mauch of Shakespeare’s humor is found in his delight in wordplay of various sorts.
Because comic interludes gave brief relief from the rising dramatic tension in tragedies,
you will find humor there as well as in the comedies.

Types

‘ 1"One torf sﬁaﬁ sér\}e. és pillow for
Puns play on words that sound alike or us both, / One heart, one bed, two
f ithat have multiple meanings bosoms, and one troth." AMND |
I e 22442 (truth/true love/bethrothal) |
Double double meanings, one of which is |
jentendres  usually sexual

using the wrong word; generally
reveals ignorance or tack of
Malapropisms ieducation, as in the lower classes;
Bottom frequently employs the
iwrong word to humorous effect.

{about bodily functions (farts),
1about body parts, especially

Scatclogical,

Janatomical, ) )
T reproductive anatomy, or
Jor "dirty o \
) iabout sex; mild by today’s
jokes

jstandards!

Verse vs. prose

Shakespeare uses both verse and prose in the plays. Pay close attention to shifts; these
often signal a change.

Blank verse

Most of the plays are written in blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentameter), which
approximates normal speech in its rhythm. Watch for deviations from blank verse;
Shakespeare uses them to draw attention to a change in a speaker’s mindset, to move
from serious to lighter subject matter {or vice versa—no pun intended!}, to emphasize the
differences between social classes, efc.



© Couplets

Two rhymed lines at the end ofa speech signal that a character is leavmg thc stage or that :
- the scene is ending. Since the piays were not originally divided into acts and scenes, this - _

-~ was a cue for the actors. A series of couplets may be used to indicate a less serious
exchange. For example, the Duke and Brabantio exchange platitudes in Othello after -
Brabantio fails to get Othello charged with witchcraft for marrying Desdemona. In 4

- Midsummer Night's Dream, the young lovers speak in blank verse whcn spcakrng to thelr - ' _

Supemors but in coupiets when they talk to each other a‘oout love .

" Other verse forms
' S.upcmatu'ral beings like the féiries in 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream, speak in thyming
wverse, Puck speaks in trochaic tetrameter hnes of four feet. with the stress on the ﬁrst

“syllable of each foot. , :
_ Sonnets may appear from tnne to trme asin Romeo and Juhet :

Prose '

' When a character suddenly Iapses mtc prose speech pay close attentron to his or her state

of mind! Prose may signal insanity, as in Othello when the main character 18 driven to
madness by his jealousy. The Duke also speaks in prose to signal a change from personal

business to state affairs. lago speaks in prose When he is aionc plottmg agamst Othellc or

when he is duping Roderigo.
* Abbreviations for plays cited above:
AMND A Midsummer Night's Dream
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